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On top of the problem that the situation brings, you also have the problem  
that the person helping you doesn't understand you and you can't help them with that 

 
Many children have difficulty processing social situations. Children diagnosed with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder have known difficulties figuring out what is happening in 
social situations. Children who have been traumatized have an unregulated stress 
response system, along with impairments in memory, attention, reasoning and 
perception that lead to breakdowns in social understanding. Children with variations of 
anxiety or depression or other mood disorders frequently misperceive and 
misunderstand because their mood distorts their perception and triggers their memory 
(and the reverse is true) and this changes how they view what is happening in real time 
(https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-relationship-between-mood-memory-perception-and-
behavior/). While so many emotional disorders of childhood can contribute to social 
processing problems, this summary will focus on children with ASD, a 
neurodevelopmental disorder with emotional complications, because the problem is 
universal with this population and because clearing up the social confusion with these 
children—if you can manage it— will help you do the same with children who do not 
have neurodevelopmental conditions. In any case, it is important to remember that 
clearing up the social confusion is a more beneficial intervention than targeting the 
behavior problems that often result from the confusion (defiance, angry outbursts, 
emotional collapse).  
 
This approach is only possible if the adults involved have an understanding of why social 
comprehension is difficult for the child with ASD. The following three sections will provide 
a brief summary this. More details and depth can be found at 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/?s=ASD 
 
 
Social Perception 
 
Social interaction (even minor social activity in a classroom) can develop quickly and can 
change rapidly, with a shift in voice tone, change in facial expression, a shared glance. 
The same overt behavior can have a multitude of different meanings depending on who 
is involved, what is being referenced, and the rest of the social context. It is a challenge 
for children with ASD to keep up with the social flow by focusing on the most relevant 
cues, extracting the subtle details of the social context, and then making accurate 
inferences about what others may be thinking, feeling or intending with their behavior. 
When the subtle nuances of the situation are not registered by children with ASD, these 
children are likely to form inaccurate inferences and draw erroneous conclusions that 
form the beginning of social misunderstanding and add to their rising stress of the day.  
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Students with ASD can get stuck on details that are less important, and then miss some of 
the more subtle information that gives the situation its full meaning. Sometimes, for example, 
students seem as if they are explicitly defying directions in the way they're completing their 
work, only to find out that they're focused on the wrong detail in the directions (so stopping 
them and telling them to do it the right way won't solve anything and it will make matters 
worse). In other instances, they may be aware of all the nonverbal social information that is 
available, but because they have such difficulty processing it, they become hopelessly 
confused and overwhelmed (https://kevinplummerphd.com/description-of-social-functioning-
for-asd-students/). Awareness of social information does not guarantee understanding.  
 
Social Convention-Knowledge of Social Information 
 
A deficit in social perception can lead to a significant deficit in understanding social 
conventions. Social information is the collection of social rules and guidelines that can 
vary by culture and comprise what is commonly referred to as “social convention.” 
Examples of social convention include: 1) when you offend someone you should try to 
apologize or make amends, 2) always ask permission before borrowing someone else’s 
things, 3) if someone greets you, you should greet them back, 4) you should share your 
expertise in a way that doesn't insult others or make them feel bad.  
 
There are hundreds of these rules and guidelines that are learned by children from their 
parents, teachers, and other children. They are also learned through observation and 
generalization from similar social experiences (through normal daily experiences). 
Children with ASD need to be provided with so much of their social knowledge directly, 
as opposed to absorbing it through normal daily experiences, because social perception 
problems render much of the available information "invisible".  
 
Social Communication Skills 
  
Social confusion is further complicated by the difficulty that students with ASD have with 
social communication. With impaired communication skills it is a challenge, especially 
when stressed and emotionally overwhelmed, to explain to others the source of the 
confusion. Students with ASD have trouble formulating what they want to say in a timely 
and organized fashion. They often have trouble tracking the topic in a discussion or a 
conversation, and they have difficulty building on another’s contribution to the 
discussion. They frequently do not track whether or not the listener is following or 
understanding them. They often do not adjust their language to improve the 
comprehension of their conversational partner, nor do they track whether others are 
interested in what they are saying. Furthermore, they often do not give listeners sufficient 
information to enable them to understand fully what they are talking about. Students with 
ASD are likely to start a conversation in the middle of something they have been thinking 
about, for example, and assume that the listener has this information about their 
thoughts (https://kevinplummerphd.com/description-of-social-communication-for-asd-
students/).  
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The Comprehension Gap 
We expect our students with ASD to have significant gaps in social understanding, but 
the true comprehension gap is the gap in understanding that the student has of the 
situation, combined with the gap in understanding that the adult has of the student and 
what they think the student does not fully understand.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

In any given situation, the adult involved in the situation has an understanding of what is 
happening in the situation. This understanding usually includes an understanding of how 
all the students think and perceive and feel in the situation. However, it can be difficult to 
understand what the experience might be for the student with ASD. If we don't fully 
understand that part, we are adding to the comprehension gap for the ASD student, 
because now the student not only feels confused by the situation, but also 
misunderstood by the person who is supposed to be helping. To make matters worse, 
the student with ASD is not very capable of making any of that clear to the other person. 
It is extremely common for children with ASD to be misinterpreted and misunderstood by 
adults, even by their parents, because we don't maintain a very accurate theory of what 
is in their mind (what they think, what they perceive, what they feel, what they conclude). 
 
A significant gap in comprehension can produce a substantial deterioration in emotional 
regulation for all of us, but especially for the student with ASD. It is not hard to imagine 
how stressful and how frustrating, and even how maddening it can be when people don't 
see the situation as you do and when they don't understand how you feel or how to help 
you. On top of the problem that the situation brings, you also have the problem that the 
person helping you doesn't understand you, and for students with ASD, this can lead to 
some very desperate behavior. Too often, behavior programming targets the desperate 
behavior, but a more effective approach would be to close the comprehension gap. The 
behavior problem and the emotional upset are sometimes completely resolved by 
closing the comprehension gap. 
 
Closing the Comprehension Gap 
 
The best way to close the comprehension gap is to use an established routine that can 
be repeated as often as needed (see the Clearing up Confusion routine). Eventually the 
student learns to trust the routine, engage in the process of guided comprehension, and 
become more settled, rather than further escalated. First, the student needs to become 
familiar with the phenomenon of comprehension breakdown, how it happens, how it 
feels, and what can be done about it (see Becoming Confused and Upset). Next the 
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student is taught to follow a structured routine that is guided by the adult. When the 
experience is over, the adult helps the student remember how well it worked out and the 
student is reminded about how to access the procedure the next time. 
 
The first part of the procedure in closing the comprehension gap requires that the adult 
move their understanding closer to the student's understanding. 1) We want the student 
to tell their version of what they think happened (what did they see, what did they hear, 
what did they think and feel). 2) Following the student account, we want the adult to 
retell what they heard the student say, just to establish adult comprehension of the 
student account ("so this is what you saw and this is what you heard and this is what you 
thought was happening and this is why you felt. . ."). 3) During the retell we want the 
adult to check for agreement, check that they got it right, offer empathy and 
understanding of the student's reasoning, and get the student ready to listen ("I can see 
why you would get frustrated if that's what you thought was happening. Now, let me tell 
you about a couple of things that I saw and heard and you can tell me if you noticed the 
same things or if you missed them"). 4) The adult describes the situation and identifies 
key information that was missed or misunderstood or perhaps forgotten. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Use the phrase, "this is what I noticed" while revealing the overlooked cues. 5) The 
student has to tell about the situation again, this time including the new information just 
shared by the adult (student mentions what they missed). This process continues until 
enough of a shared understanding is reached to enable a favorable resolution. 6) This 
step is the resolution stage. Perhaps the student needs a restorative break, or the 
problematic activity will be modified to be more manageable, or it would be better to 
have a more private work area. Nevertheless, the final resolution should always include 
a memory management component that helps the student store the experience in a way 
that might be more accessible the next time the student needs to clear up confusion 
("We used the routine to clear things up. That really helped you, so remember, the next 
time you get confused and upset, don't worry, you can just use the routine to clear things 
up."). 
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Important Things to Remember 
 
The adult working with the student who has ASD must always be ready to be the social 
eyes and ears for that student, ready to notice and collect the information that the 
student may miss. When coaching the student with ASD to better social understanding, 
always show calm and confidence ("don't worry, we have a routine, we'll figure it out) so 
the student can develop trust and so they can regulate their emotions through the 
emotional reaction of the adult. Also, show patience, not pressure ("we have plenty of 
time, don't worry"). It helps if you believe that the student is right to be upset, or right in 
the way they are doing the task (even though it's being done the wrong way), given the 
way they understand it ("Let me see if I can understand what you’re doing. I’m going to 
try to figure it out, so help me out."). 
 
Once confusion is cleared up it might become clear that understanding the situation is 
not enough. Perhaps the situation is too challenging and needs to be modified or better 
supported. Perhaps the student was misunderstood or mistreated and that needs to be 
rectified. For the process to be trusted, it must be fair. It must lead to better 
comprehension and a better resolution. 
 
The routines and procedures described above create student dependence at first. That's 
what we want. We want the student to trust the adult and trust in the process. But, by 
using the comprehension routine, we expect the student with ASD to get better at 
clearing up confusion, and need less support from the adult. Repeatedly using the 
routine, should help the student with ASD learn what to look for in clearing up confusion 
and learn what to say in describing their confusion to others. The phrase "this is what I 
noticed," offered by the adult, is helpful in creating a more astute level of noticing within 
the student. It's not magic, this process of social comprehension, so we have to reveal to 
the student, just what we are doing that brings us to a good understanding.  
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